GENERAL INTRODUCTION	7
position of the Gltd with regard to Vishnu and Krishna,
and in the type of devotion which they represent and
stimulate they maintain bhakti as the great way of
salvation.
The period during which they appear to have flourished
is that in which South India made its chief contributions to
the religious life of the country. From the seventh to the
ninth centuries of the Christian era, not only they, but also
the curiously parallel Saivite singers, emphasised bhakti,
while at the same time (a.d. 788-850) Sankaracharya was
enunciating the Advaita philosophy, with its relentless
emphasis on an Absolute without attributes, and the
unreality of all manifestation. The bhaktas, holding a view
ultimately inconsistent with this, were continually drawn
away into this pantheistic position, and in their hymns we
can trace the same inconsistency as is to be noted in the
Gita itself.
Before giving some account of the Alvars and their
work, it will be well to consider briefly some of the other
elements in the religious atmosphere which they breathed.
wq have seen that the thought of the Gzta was one of the
±def elements, but there was also in the early centuries the
strong influence of the Buddhist and Jain movements.   For
)ur purpose it is not necessary to treat these separately,
3oth appear to have been in the nature of reactions against
he attributeless Absolute by those who felt that if such be
he Supreme Being, practical atheism is the only logical
inclusion for men to come to.   Both were strongly ethical
nd offered a way of salvation open to all, as distinguished
rom the narrow limits imposed by Hindu orthodoxy. The
ritical note was also struck by Buddhism and Jainism, and
i this respect they opened the way to the later reform
lovements.  There are two other respects in which they
lay be said to have prepared the way for the bhakti
lovement: (1) they used the vernaculars, and thus made a
irect and successful appeal to the masses, a course in which
ley were followed by both the Saivite and the Vaishnavite
haktas; and (2) they so completely moralised religion,
Deluding from it all the emotional glow that comes from
svotion to God, and making it a matter of pure ethical

